ana, and various other locations. The intriguing part of that enterprise was that, in the early 1980s, if you researched erotica, you were a "marked man" in most of the major libraries. The British Library had the "Private Case" (their collection of what the general public called "dirty books"), the counterpart in Paris was called "L'Enfer" (hell), and if you were in the Kinsey Institute, everybody knew of course what you were up to -the phrase very much expresses the general thinking at the time. In London and Paris, for instance, there was a special section for readers wishing to study erotica. You hardly ever saw any women there -this was to change only in the late 1990s. I found the experience rather hilarious, if at times trying.
The problem was, however, that once I had gathered a great amount of material that was good enough for at least two books, I got a tenured job as associate professor at a Catholic university in Germany. My wife's predictions were to come true -and not for the last time. While I had hoped to write up a "habilitation" on Enlightenment erotica, especially since the German Research Council (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) had awarded me several generous grants, I had to bury that dream right away after my first talk with the head of the English department. In hindsight, I believe that the man was more afraid of the light my venture would throw on the department rather than the subject itself. In any case -no habilitation at that university. Fortunately, my father's obstinacy and endurance are (genetic?) features I seem to have inherited -I was not going to throw away several years of research, travel, and work. The first thing I did was to look for a book publisher. A gentleman in charge of the program at Secker and Warburg was willing to produce the book: Eros Revived: Erotica of the Enlightenment in England and America thus saw the light of day in 1988. The world of book publishing in London at that time was a far cry from what it is today -if you go and see Secker and Warburg today, you will find a person in a booth, while in the mid-1980s, they had a house to themselves. I could tell many anecdotes about the production of the book -for instance, when the editor in charge found me and a part-time (female) freelance editor on the floor sorting out all the "dirty" pictures that were to go into the book. Great laugher on all sides, and no compromising action whatsoever.
No computers yet -you had to type your manuscript on a machine, and the pictures were fitted in much later.
In the early 1980s, I also came to realize, for a variety of reasons, that Fanny Hill was an important book, deserving a place in the English literary canon. I approached various publishers, not realizing that Peter Sabor was trying the same simultaneously. Penguin Books finally agreed to include Cleland's novel in the Penguin English Classics series. In 1985, by coincidence, Peter Sabor's edition of Fanny Hill also appeared in the Oxford World's Classics series. Peter and I had broken new (academic) territory for a book that, until that point, was sold under the counter and had been deemed of little literary merit. Young scholars at the time, we were rather proud of ourselves -and over the years we became very good friends, meeting at conferences and with our French-speaking families in Québec and Germany.
Research for the publication of Fanny Hill was as difficult and trying as was research for eighteenth-century erotica in general. Apart from the English edition, I also edited an excellent and unsurpassed eighteenthcentury German translation for Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag (also Artemis Verlag). In hindsight, I am convinced that the publishers willing to market the book in the 1980s were, of course, less interested in the academic and literary promotion of the novel than in the prospect of earning good money with it. They probably did; I did not. Standing at the counter of my university library when interlibrary loan books arrived for me, I had to swallow many a remark by chuckling colleagues about the "exciting" and "titillating" nature of my research, even from somebody in the French department who worked on the marquis de Sade. At least, Sade was a philosopher (or soi-disant philosopher), which one could not say of Cleland, although one could make a case for his effort to transplant French libertine thought to England. Yet for most of my colleagues (at least in Germany), what mattered at the time was that I had ventured into a taboo area, and seemed to get away with it, though not without acquiring the reputation of the "pornographer."
Meanwhile, my habilitation venture, although blocked in Germany, also picked up new speed when I met the late Paul-Gabriel Boucé at a conference in Paris. He had just edited a book of essays on eighteenth-century erotica. Once acquainted with my sad tribulations in Germany, he kindly offered me a haven at the Sorbonne (Université Paris III). However, things did not go as smoothly as he first imagined. I first had to pass a second PhD at the Sorbonne (using my research material on erotica) -my first PhD was from the University of Saarland -and then started the long and arduous procedure of acquiring a habilitation on the basis of my various other publications. Although I speak French fluently, it was not an easy matter for a native German to enter into academic discussions with French professors. You also have to realize that it is customary for the "jury" at the "soutenance" (oral defense) to demolish you completely and thoroughly for every minor mistake in your written work (such as missing commas) before they finally admit you into their ranks; this is then celebrated by a "pot de champagne" after the defense in one of the nearby Parisian bistros. Unfamiliar with the procedure, one of my French cousins attending the oral defense asked me afterwards why I had produced such shoddy work while adding that I had greatly sunk in his esteem. However, all went well, and in 1986 I was the proud owner of a document saying I had earned a "habilitation à diriger des recherches." My father's genes then nudged me on to try and present this to my alma mater in Germany -the Catholic universitywith the aim to have an equivalent document issued. This took time -the German Academic Exchange Service had to ascertain that a French postdoctoral degree was as good as a German degree. When this confirmation came through, I had at long last arrived where, had I listened to my wife, I could have been six years earlier.
I think that Peter Sabor and I can claim, and not in a shy way, to have broken the ice, so to speak, in research on Enlightenment erotica. The younger men and women who, in the 1990s, started writing about that important aspect of eighteenth-century studies at least did not have to face allegations of impropriety or even immorality. Also due to the work of my good friend and brilliant colleague, the late Roy Porter, and of Professor George Rousseau as well as my doctoral supervisor Paul-Gabriel Boucé, eighteenth-century erotica was, by the end of the millennium, a field of research like any other. Well, so one would have thought. But my wife was to prove right for a last time about the conservative attitudes of some German academics toward erotica. In the 1990s, already firmly installed as professor and chair at the Universität Koblenz-Landau, I applied for an interesting position in English Literature at a southern German university in Baden-Württemberg. It is a place where my family would have felt at home too. A member of the search committee, who apparently thought highly of my work, actually telephoned me at home to tell me that I had been selected for the last round of six candidates and that I would be invited for the usual circus show (public lecture, discussion with the search committee, etc.). I generally enjoy these shows because I take them for what they are. Yet in this case, I never heard from the university. A few months later, a friend with good connections to that university told me what had actually happened: when my name came up for the candidates to be invited, one of the senior members of the committee rose, asking whether they really wanted to have somebody who had written on pornography and Fanny Hill. The man was a good Catholic (as I was at the time) and had actually invited me to one of his conferences. . . . The committee decided to strike my name off the list. As it turned out, my wife proved right on two occasions with her predictions about the disadvantages my subject (eighteenthcentury erotica and Fanny Hill) would pose for me in Germany: first, when my postdoctoral degree was delayed by more than six years, and second, when that very subject prevented me from obtaining a job I really would have liked.
So, on the basis of the experience with research on erotica at a time when it was still a taboo subject, would I do things differently if I had the choice again? I am in two minds about that question. When you look at the state of things now, it is wonderful to notice that, after all, I belong to those (including Peter Sabor) who actually made it possible for younger colleagues to tackle erotica without having to be afraid of negative consequences. True, I was punished for it, and true, I actually lost a lot of money because, with a different subject matter, I would have been appointed professor much earlier (and perhaps to the university of my dreams). But that is probably the price one has to pay if one wants to be a pioneer. Nevertheless, younger male and married scholars, on any matter relating to your career: listen to your wives/partners.
•
